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L Kingdoms of Rain (Mark Lanegan) 


Author's Notes: 

| have been working hard at this story for quite some time now, and | should really wait until | finish all of it 
before sharing, but god I'm too excited! | am feeling quite proud of myself with how this is turning out so far. 
Planning to update once a week but lord knows I'm awful with schedules so maybe | shouldn't say that... Also, | 
need to make an important note about a large plot point in this fic: | HAVE NOTHING AGAINST SUSAN HOLMES. 
| think that she is a sweet and beautiful lady, and a perfect match for Duff. You can see the love in their 
eyes even after all this time. I'm super happy for them! In this story, my Susan character is a cheating 
beotch, but that's not real life (and neither is Duzzy, wahh). In no way do | actually believe she is unfaithful or 
nasty like I've painted her to be here, | really just needed her to be the scapegoat in order for me to execute 


this idea. So, Susan, if you're reading this - do not read this! But you're very nice. 


OH! Each chapter title is a song, | have a youtube playlist of them and | will update it each time | add a new 
chapter. https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLLdy3lCywoErrcuET-80CHTKbrC-NIFQ) 


The clock read "2:05 AM" and Izzy felt that intensely at the backs of his eyes. 


Why was he awake now, when so few minutes ago he had been resting peacefully? 


The answer eluded him and he shrugged, settling back in for some much-desired sleep, when it repeated: a 


faint knocking sound. 


His front door. Right. He had one of those, and people knocked on it when they wanted something from him. If 
there was someone daring to come to him this late at night - and it would only be a person he knew, 


considering the remote location of his home - well, it was likely quite important. 


Izzy groaned and rolled out of bed, half heartedly kicking his feet around to find the square of floor his 


slippers had escaped to whilst he was sleeping. The wood-thumping sounded again and he gave up the search. 


Shuffling through the kitchen, Izzy was half tempted to turn on the coffee pot before he answered, as it was 
becoming apparent that there was some sort of situation and he would be awake for awhile. Then again, if it 
was an emergency, he should damn well hurry his ass up and open the door, he thought. By the time he got to 
his foyer, the coffee idea was nixed and he was preparing to face whoever dared disturb his rest. 


It was Duff. 


Rain streamed down his haggard face in tiny rivulets -- or were they tears? Duff looked exhausted, his eyes 
red and the lines in his face deeply etched. He stood motionless on the stoop, staring into the space where 
Izzy's door had previously been closed as if it was the only thing he recognized in this world. 


"Hi? What's up?" Izzy asked a little hesitantly. 


It wasn't that he didn't want to see Duff -- McKagan was consistently one of the few people Izzy welcomed in 
his home at any time. The brief period of tension they'd had with each other in the past had been laid to rest 
once Duff had found the clarity of a sober life as well; in fact, sobriety and seperate careers had done 
wonders for their relationship. There wasn't any of the strain or annoyance common with constantly Touring 


and partying together, instead simply excitement at the next chance they had to meet up. 


So, no, Izzy wasn't opposed to seeing him, ever. But why was he here? This wasn't just a friendly visit while he 
was in town, that much was clear. 


When Duff still hadn't answered, Izzy prompted him again. 


"Duff? What's up, man?" 


His friend turned his gaze towards him, blinking like he had only just realized Izzy was there. 


'Hi.." His voice was hoarse, and quieter than usual. "Can | come in? l- | need to talk to you about something." 


Izzy wasn't a cowardly or overly prideful man; he could admit when he was afraid. And right now, Duff was 
honestly kind of scaring him. Not in a ‘fear for his life sort of way, but there was an unsettling feeling in his 


stomach that was only growing. 


"Sure, yeah. Come get out of the rain. What's wrong?" 


Duff stepped inside and Izzy shut the door, then led his friend towards his living room. On an afterthought, he 


took a moment to start up his coffee maker before joining him on the couch. 


"You know, I've always been a romantic at heart" 


"You have," Izzy agreed hesitantly, unsure of where this was going. 


"And I've always tried to see the best in people. Give them second chances, forgive past wrongdoings, all that. 


I'd be a hypocrite if | didn't. But, Iz? | don't think | can forgive this..." 


Izzy was fairly certain that Duff was not talking to him about something he had done to wrong him, so he took 
a deep breath and tried to quiet the nerves in his stomach. And waited for an explanation 


"Susan has been cheating on me practically our entire marriage.’ 


Duff's voice was oddly emotionless when he spoke, but his hands shook around his mug. 


Whatever he had been expecting, it hadn't been that. Izzy, somewhere in the back of his mind, registered that 


his mouth was hanging open in a dead fish impression. But he couldn't seem to close it, or make any sounds. 


How did Duff know? Why would she do that? What was he going to do now? Did Izzy need to grab his shotgun? 


A million questions ran through his head. The only one he could answer for himself with certainty was that 
Duff's kids were his own, and not some other man's. The McKagans had very strong genes, and it showed in 


both of his daughters. 


"| don't know what to say, that's fucking awful." 


It really was. Their entire marriage? As in, twenty years, give or take? 


"How did you find out?" 


Duff sighed and leaned into the couch next to his shoulder 


"We had a fight. A really, really huge fight. Probably the worst we've ever had. And she told me that I've 
never been man enough to give her what she really needs and that the only reason she's stayed so long is 


because her other lovers were keeping her satisfied." 


Yeah, Izzy's mouth wasn't going to be closing anytime soon. Duff, not man enough? Not able to "satisfy" a 


woman? It sounded preposterous. 


"That's such bullshit, you're an amazing husband!" 


"Apparently, I'm not" 


Taking a deep breath, Izzy focused on calming himself down. In for five, out for five. In, out. He was angry on 
Duff's behalf, absolutely furious, but volatile emotions were not going to improve the present situation. He 
needed to remain calm if he wanted to help Duff gather himself back up. 


Really, you are, | imagine. You're handsome, you're funny, you're romantic, you're a good cook, you're devoted 
to your family AND wildly successful at the same time. Everyone wants a rich husband. You're practically 
perfect." 


"Well, l'm glad someone thinks highly of me." 


"| always have, and | always will. You're one of the best men I've ever met, Duff." 


"Now you're just trying to make me feel better," Duff said, smiling slightly. 


"Is it working?" Izzy replied. 


Duff sighed and tucked himself further into Izzy's side. The smile dropped off of his face, and his eyes were 


still red and watery, but he seemed... Calmed. More stable, less likely to shatter at any moment. 


"A bit, yeah. Thank you." 


"Always, man. Always. Anything for you." 


They remained that way - leaning against each other like they were too drunk to sit up straight despite both 
having been sober for over two decades - for some time. Izzy eventually put his arm around Duff's shoulders. 
Duff slouched down so his head rested on Izzy's chest. His legs were curled up to fit onto the couch and his 


breath came in small hitches; the effect was concerringly childlike for such a large and mature mon. 


Despite that, it was nice. How long had it been since they'd shared a moment like this? Too damn long, lzzy 
thought. They may have been able to talk about anything in the world with each other, but casual affection 


had been something largely left to their youth, when personal space disappeared as soon as the high kicked in 
and living together meant living on top of each other in cramped apartments or buses. 


Their coffee had gone cold, and Izzy's arm had gone numb (though Duff was finally breathing evenly, so he 
didn't care), by the time they separated. When the cool air of his living room hit the space were Duff had 
previously been pressed against him, Izzy shivered. He had forgotten how much body heat Duff produced. 


"Would you like to spend the night?" 


Duff nodded gratefully, slowly standing to his full height next to Izzy. He stretched. His arms extended up, up, 
up and his legs continued down, down, down, until his back cracked with an audible pop. Izzy thought that Duff 
looked imposing like that, in a weirdly good way. Strong, lean, tall, agile. He looked like a protector and a provider. 


Even if his spirit had been kicked in the face at the moment. 


"C'mon, you can crash in my room tonight. I'll take the couch." 


It was testament to how drained Duff actually was that he barely protested taking Izzy's bed in his own house. 
He collapsed with a groan as soon as the soft surface was within range, kicking off his shoes and shuffling up 


towards the headboard. 


Izzy brought him an extra blanket and a glass of water, then bid him goodnight with a fleeting brush of his 
knuckles over Duff's now bare shoulder. He shut the door behind himself as quietly as possible and settled on 
the couch. His mind galloped like a pack of wild horses, fast and unstoppable. 


2. Stay With Me (Rod Stewart) 


Author's Notes: 

Look, if you can't tell already, | am IN LOVE with the work of @therealgloria Her writing is breathtaking and 
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| can't pinpoint any particular details I've drawn, it's more the overall mood, | suppose; the emotion and mental 
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also not really. You are an amazing writer. 


My go-to quick puff pastry recipe is written out at the end of this, along with my favorite sweet and savory 
filling. Food is definitely a theme in this story! 


Morning brought the smell of coffee to Izzy's waking nose, and the faint sounds of music. 


He yawned, stretched, scratched his belly and his balls, and made a pit stop in the downstairs bathroom before 
going to lean against the kitchen doorjamb. Rod Stewart was playing from the small radio he kept on the 
counter. Next to it, the coffee pot bubbled merrily, its scent already making him feel perkier. 


Duff stood in front of the kitchen island, his back to Izzy. He was working with his hands, the material of the 
project blocked from Izzy's view by his torso, but the motions were ones he was able to recognize by now: 


pastry dough. 


The recipe was simple enough. Flour, butter, water, a pinch of salt and sugar. Duff cut the butter into the 
flour with rough chops, then worked in the water by repeatedly spreading the dough across the bottom of the 
bowl and folding it. Next came the layering. This morning, Duff was making puff pastry. It required layers, 
many layers, as thin as could be possibly made and stacked one atop the other. 


Duff's shoulders rolled and the muscles in his arms flexed as he smoothed the dough. He worked at a steady 


pace, never faltering or slowing. 


The owner of the house didn't consider himself a particularly excellent cook He knew the basics, he could follow 
recipes, he even had a few dishes that he sincerely enjoyed making. But it was a chore to him, just like doing 
the laundry or mowing the lawn. Sweat through the work, reap your reward. However, for Duff, cooking was 
more than that. It was an artform, a creative outlet, a means of extending his inner self into the world for 
others to appreciate. He had always loved to be in the kitchen, even when they were broke and there was no 
money for food, and then when they were rich and famous and had plenty of chefs around to cook for them. 
He still made his pastries. 


"What are you planning on making with that?" Izzy asked, finally stepping into his kitchen to retrieve a mug. 
"Fuck" Duff yelped, spinning to face him. "You scared me, man. Always so silent.” 
"I told you a long time ago, if you hate it that much you should put a collar with a bell on me." 


"Nah, it's alright. | don't mind you. Jus’ startled. | was thinking jam tarts?" Duff asked, gesturing to his sheet of 
pastry dough. 


Izzy hummed in agreement, fetching the jar from the fridge. They worked together, Izzy placing even spoonfuls 
of jam across the surface of the dough, while Duff followed with a knife to cut out squares and fold the 
edges. 

"Did you preheat the oven?" 

"No! Totally forgot" 

Izzy smiled. The one thing Duff always forgot was preheating the oven. 


"Fuck it, just throw them in, they can heat up with it. Are we making anything else with these?" Izzy asked. 


"I don't know, what do you have? l'm in the mood for sweets today, but it's your house, so I'll make anything 


you want." 

"Ahh but you're my guest. And sweets sound great, how about nectarines?" 

"Perfect." 

Refilling both of their mugs, Izzy sat across from Duff at his kitchen table. He gazed at his friend, head in 
hand. Duff was looking much better with some rest. There was color in his skin and his eyes were clear, 
although still vaguely sad (that wouldn't go away for a long time, Izzy was sure). He looked like a functioning 
human today, not the fragile, fearful creature that came to him last night in the storm. 


"What are you planning on doing today?" He asked neutrally. 


"Umm, shit," Duff laughed, looking around him as if Izzy's kitchen held the answer. "I don't know. | don't want to 


overstay my welcome but | also really don't want to go home right now." 
"You can stay as long as you like, Duff. You know | love having you here. Wanna just chill today?" 


Duff's crooked smile shone at him. Yes, they would hang out today, just like old times - minus all the booze 
and debauchery, of course - and Izzy would try his hardest to make Duff forget, if just for a little while. 


The oven beeped and Duff stood to check on their breakfast. Izzy got up as well, snagging two of the blue 


flecked porcelain plates he'd gotten at a craft faire in Anaheim, as well as a couple nectarines. 

Breakfast was delicious. The pastries were soft and hot and flaky, the jam a perfect ratio of sweet and berry- 
sour. Coffee flowed like water from an underground spring, as did the conversation Once again, Izzy's mind 
scanned over Duff's body. It was an almost unconscious habit he'd developed as the years had gone by, a way 


of checking what about his friend had changed since they'd last met, and what had stayed the same. 


Duff's hair was as blond as ever. His fingers, long and tapered, wrapped tightly around mis mug. The hint of a 


tattoo on his shoulder peeked around the collar of his shirt, Izzy couldn't remember if that was new or not. 
His wedding ring was gone. The emotions Izzy felt towards that were too intense to decipher. 


Deciding that it would do to take both of their minds off of the lingering topic in the room, Izzy stood and 
gathered their plates. He grabbed another pastry and waved it in Duff's face. 


"Wanna jam?" 
Yes, Duff laughed. 


"Man, that sounds so fucking cool!" Duff cheered when Izzy had finished demonstrating the newest song he'd 


been working on 

Izzy smiled down at his guitar. 

"Thanks. Hey, it's getting to be about dinner time. Are you hungry?" 

"Yeah, yeah | am, actually. What do you wanna do?" 

"Well," Izzy said slowly, going through the contents of his fridge in his head. "We could make something, or we 
could go out, if you're feeling up to it. There's this new Italian place a couple towns away you'd probably like a 
lot." 

"That does sound good," Duff agreed. 

They both freshened up before leaving, since Izzy figured an upscale restaurant would not appreciate two 
smelly old men in sweats showing up. Not that he actually cared what a random server thought of his attire. 


But this was a night out with a friend, even if the festivities would be much more tame than in their youth, 
and that involved the ritual of dressing to impress. 


He shaved. Spritzed his wrists with cologne. Picked a blue silk button up from his closet, and a clean pair of 


jeans. Shoes, suit coat, hat, bracelets, and sunglasses followed. 


Izzy admired himself in the hall mirror. He knew that he wasn't the pretty thing he once had been, but he 
didn't think he looked bad at all. Not for nearing sixty. His body was still lean and in shape, though his belly had 
gotten a little less toned in the past few years. His hair was healthy and thankfully all still there. The little 
things that made Izzy himself - the color of his eyes, the bent line of his nose, his stance and stature - were 


all there as well. Maybe his face was etched with lines, but the person in the mirror was undeniably himself. 


Duff came to stand next to him, dressed similarly in a borrowed button up shirt and his own jeans. All black, 


of course. Silver shone in his ears and around his neck. He'd also borrowed shaving supplies to take care of the 


dark stubble that had been growing back on his jaw. 
"Ready?" Izzy asked quietly. 


He was still staring at the two of them. They looked good together, he thought. Totally kickass. He could see 
them as they had been thirty something years ago, with eyeliner and painted on pants and unbuttoned shirts. 
Lean and mean The whole band had drawn notice when they went, well, anywhere, but Izzy had always liked 
Duff's style the best. He was just so interesting to look at, so cool but also so silly with his suspenders and 
daisy dukes. 


"Yep, I'm ready," Duff replied. 


The mouth in the mirror followed the same patterns it had back then. Duff's top lip was stretched thin over 
his teeth, his bottom lip pushed out in a pout. When he smiled, he looked both dorky and charming. That was 
just how he was with everything, Izzy decided. Dorky and charming and cool and silly. DUFF. 


"Alright, then let's get this show on the road. Wanna take my bike? It's a nice night! 

"Absolutely" 

Easy Puff Pastry 

Ingredients: 2 cups flour, 4 cup butter, 2-3 tbsp water, salt and sugar to taste 

Instructions: Mix the butter and flour first. Once you have no more chunks of butter or plain flour powder 
left at the bottom of the bowl, mix in the water. Do it SLOW, you might need more, you might need less. It 


shouldn't stick to your hands much, but it should also form a ball and stay that way. Add the sugar and salt 


during the water process, also going slow and tasting to see what ratio is good. 


Let your dough rest in the fridge for 10-20 minutes in a lightly oiled container (Duff skipped this step cause 
artistic license and also l'm often too impatient to do it myself). Then, once you've let the butter in there 
harden up a bit, divide your dough into even pieces, dust it with more flour, and start rolling it as thin as 
possible. It's entirely up to you how many pieces you do, but the more you have, the puffier and lighter it will 
be. However, when you're stacking them all together in the end, you won't be able to roll them out much 
because the pressure will smoosh all the layers together and lose that puff pastry quality you're going for. So 
think both in terms of the size you need, and how puffy you want it to be. 


There! Stack them up and lightly press the layers together so they stay as one, then cut, stuff, roll, or 
whatever you wish to do with the dough, and bake for about I5 minutes at 350 Fahrenheit. | suggest brushing 
them with a beaten egg before baking so that they turn a nice golden color and are #fancy*. Simple doughs 


like this can be sweet or savory, and are very versatile. 


Jam Tarts: mix 34 cup of your favorite jam with | tsp cinnamon and l-2 tsp lemon juice. Cut the puff pastry 
into squares, spread the jam in the middle, fold up the sides, eqgwash, sprinkle with sugar, and bake. 


Cheesy Shrimp Bites: Cut the puff pastry into squares and lay them in a greased muffin tin. Mix cooked and 
chopped shrimp, shredded cheese, cream cheese, minced scallions, minced garlic, minced green onions, shredded 
carrot (squeeze in a towel to drain the juice first), soy sauce, chili paste, worcestershire sauce, brown sugar, 
black pepper, and grated ginger. Add whatever amounts you want, or switch out the ingredients for things you 
prefer! This is what | like. Spoon some filling into each dough cup, fold over any edges, egg wash, sprinkle with 
salt, and bake. 


3. Highway Tune (Greta Van Fleet) 


Author's Notes: 
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halfway redeemable. But ugh, just the dry deadness and the smog and the people and the fucking desert | hate 
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Rock Your Gypsy Soul" by @therealgloria helped me see some of the beauty in a dry climate, especially at 
sunset. She gets the credit for the general idea. And | suppose l'm being a bit hypocritical, seeing as Northern 
California isn't too different from Southern and the Bay Area (where | have spent a good portion of my life) is 
only marginally better than there, but let me have my petty beef please. SoCal is awful. | am so fucking glad | 
moved back to the PNW! 


Wind whipped past them like a sweet razor blade. Leaves jumped and fluttered in the wake of Izzy's bike, 
dancing to the sound of the engine. 


His hair was short nowadays, relatively speaking. It ruffled, but wasn't really long enough to blow back into his 
passenger's face. Duff, on the other hand, was like a golden shooting star as they drove down the lonely roads, 


his bleached hair a comet's tail. 


Izzy had decided to take the backroads. Partially for the peace and view, and partially because neither of them 
were wearing a helmet. Illegal? Yes. Dangerous? Absolutely. But did they care? No. Maybe it was that old 

rockstar ‘| do what the fuck | want attitude that still lingered in them, or the thrill of risky behavior, but Izzy 
didn't like to wear a helmet when he rode and neither did Duff. If it could be gotten away with, it was a million 


times more fun. 
Besides, if they did get quoted for a ticket, the funds to pay for it wouldn't be hard to procure. 


Leaning to the left as they took a turn in the road, Izzy felt the warmth and strength of an arm hooked 
around his midsection. Same as the night before, Duff's body was seeping heat even through his clothes. They 


straightened back out once around the curve, driving head first into a breathtaking sunset. 


Everywhere around them, the trees glowed orange like fire was ripping through the country. It danced across 
the tops of the hills that towered around them, rolled along the dusty ground, climbed the bell tower of a far 


off mission 


As they continued to drive towards the inferno, pink set in around the edges, muting the intensity of the 
orange. Izzy was glad; as beautiful as it was, the brightness made driving somewhat difficult, even with his 


sunglasses on. 


Behind him, Duff let out a startling whoop. He leaned back, arms pumping in the air as he cried out. 


Izzy joined the howl, screaming like a coyote in the night as he gunned the engine. The feeling was alleviating, 
invigorating. Euphoric. It felt as if all of his mortal worries and fears were being burned away by the solar 


fire, leaving behind only the rush of reckless adrenaline. 


There he was. Nearing sixty years of age and going close to eighty miles down an abandoned scenic route, legs 
rumbling with the hot engine of his motorcycle, body thrumming with the hot presence of Duff behind him, 
sharing this moment and this emotion He could keep driving like this forever. Leave it all behind. No worries 
about the press, about love and hate and divorce, about food or shelter or gasoline. Just riding off into the 


sunset together, burning until oblivion 
In reality, they were reaching the freeway entrance they needed, meaning the moment was coming to an end. 
"| think l'm high," Duff exclaimed in his ear. 


They were pressed together, from shoulders to knees. His breath was hot against the sensitive skin of Izzy's 
neck. Everything was. If there was one word for the night, it was heat. 


"High on life?" 


His reply was likely lost in the wind, but Izzy didn't care too much. He was still trying to chase that same wave 
they had ridden through the valley. It was much harder on a freeway full of angry Californians, but he had 


ample experience with latching onto addictive feelings. 
"Yes! On vitamin D!" 


Snorting, Izzy merged with the evening traffic. His goal was to stay along the scenic routes as much as 
possible during their trip. They had travelled from his home in Qjai through the surrounding hills and valleys, 
were briefly crossing the freeway, and would then finish the drive to the restaurant in Montecito via the 


coastline. If all went to plan, there would be little congestion and no cops. 


The rest of the ride was silent. Izzy didn't mind -- it was hard to have a full conversation when going at 
freeway speeds on a motorcycle. Instead, both men turned their faces to the dying sun and enjoyed the 


nighttime air. Slowly, the atmosphere was starting to cool as the sun was reduced to embers. 
The fire inside them, however, raged on. 


All in all, the restaurant was as pleasant as Izzy remembered it being. Outside air wafted in through large, 
open windows, preventing the atmosphere from being overly hot and stuffy. Overhead fans helped the 


circulation, covering up a portion of the chatter from the other diners as well. 


The host led them to a secluded table near the back wall. After receiving heavy menu books and glasses of ice 
water, they were left to their own devices. 


"This is nice," Duff said, looking around himself. 


Its got a chill atmosphere," Izzy agreed. "And the waiters tend to leave you alone, you know, not like some 


quick chain restaurant" 

"How'd you find this place?" 

| was just driving through, coming back from a show | did with some buddies a few hours north, and | got 
hungry. | was trying to follow Google Maps to this Thai restaurant, but | got all turned around and rerouted 
with construction and ended up by this place. | decided, fuck it, I'll give it a try. And hey! It was great" 

That really had been quite the frustrating journey, but it had ended in some truly amazing seafood puttanesca 


"Well then, what do you recommend? l'm having trouble choosing," Duff frowned, squinting at his phone. 


Like the old men they were, both Izzy and Duff were using the cameras on their cell phones to zoom in on the 


menu. Damn 8 point font. Izzy was certain that menus used to be printed larger back in the day. 
He hummed, considering his answer. 


"Honestly, everything I've tried has been great. If you want something unique and kind of sweet, I'd recommend 


the pumpkin and gorgonzola risotto." 
Duff's eyebrows rose as he looked over the menu item. 
"Yeah? Fuck, that does sound really interesting. Okay, I'll try it. Appetizers? How hungry are you?" 


"Starving," Izzy grinned at him. "Lets just get a ton of stuff and see what we like, I'll totally eat whatever 


leftovers Tomorrow." 

"Sounds like a plan" 

Their table became the canvas for an artful spread of cuisine through the night. Plates came and came, 
bearing golden calamari, a perfectly round mushroom frittata, an antipasto spread, fresh salad, small slices of 
bruschetta, roasted garlic oil, risotto, bechamel sauced gnocchi, braised chicken, and, of course, a chocolate 


panforte. 


"We really didn't hold back," Duff murmured once they were finished, laughing a little. 


He looked at the dishes crowding the table from edge to edge with widened eyes, and at the dents they had 
eaten into each one. Izzy surveyed their wreckage as well, almost failing to hold back a groan as the last bite 


of panforte stared him directly in the face. 

God, he was full to bursting. And extremely satisfied. Sure, the bill was going to be large, but it had been 
worth it to indulge his palate, as well as seeing the smile on Duff's face as he took the first bite of each dish 
like Izzy insisted. They would still be feasting like kings tommorrow morning, possibly even into lunch. Such 
delicious food would not be wasted. 

"Can you walk?" 


" Hey! " 


Izzy gasped indignantly. Duff smirked back at him, eyeing the belly-forward slouch of his posture, as if he 


hadn't been doing the same moments ago. 

"Rude," Izzy muttered, flipping him the bird. 

He signed the bill and took half the boxes into his arms, hissing at Duff when he felt pokes to his shoulders as 
Duff tried to make him lose his balance. Behind him, his friend snickered, following him out into the cooler night 


air. 


"Goddamn. | need to work some of this off, wake up a bit, or I'll fall asleep and fall off the back of the bike," he 


said. 


Izzy nodded in agreement. He busied himself with stowing their food into the saddlebag strapped to the rear of 
his motorcycle, then straightened up to look at their surroundings. 


"The beach is just down there. Wanna take a midnight stroll?" He asked. 


| would love to. Gonna romance me under the moonlight after that dinner?" Duff rejoined. 


4. Circling (Chris Cornell) 


Author's Notes: 

So, l'm in quarantine because my household has several Covid positive members... l'm trying to see it in a 
positive light so | don't freak out. We're all vaccinated so it shouldn't be horrible, and now | have more time to 
writel This story has been genuinely buckets of fun to work on so far, and a very good distraction. I've had 
several lovely conversations and connections in the comments, which is a huge reason why | write in the first 
place. Not necessarily for heaps of feedback, | don't care about quantity, but because | love making human 
connections. If my writing can cause you to feel some emotions, or brings up memories from your own life, or 
even is just a nice distraction for five minutes, then | love that. That is my goal. Thank you to everyone who 
has been reading this story so far, whether you've publicly interacted or not, | hope you're enjoying it! Here's 
where they start digging a little deeper again: 


"You know whats been bothering me?" Duff asked as they walked along the beach. 


Izzy 'hmm'ed in response. He quickly stooped down to pick up a seashell and resumed walking alongside Duff, 


waiting for the answer. 


"My mind has been going non-stop trying to figure out how | could have been so oblivious. | mean, | can think 


of so many times in hindsight that it was, just. Right there. And | never saw. | never did anything." 


The seashell was smooth and cold, no imperfections or chips on its surface. Two-toned stripes of a peachy 
pearlescent color ran from crown to point, glimmering when he turned the shell to catch the moon. It fit 


perfectly in the palm of his hand. 


"There was this one time," Duff continued. "| had a doctor's appointment in the morning. They wanted to take 
some scans of my pancreas, see how things were holding up. It was supposed to take about six hours, ‘cause 
they wanted me to stay while the scans were processed and analyzed, then do some bloodwork if needed, and- 
just a bunch of stuff, really. But | guess everyone on board that day was working double time, ‘cause it only 
took three. It was around noon so | figured that | would go home and pick up my family for lunch, right?" 


When Izzy flipped the shell over and peered inside of it, the interior was not perfect. It was dark and grainy, 


like a still from an old silent film. The small chamber looked similar to the images of smokers’ lungs he'd seen; 


his own lungs were likely just as filthy, if not worse. Globules of an unidentified brown gunk stuck to the shell 
walls, almost seeming to writhe and pulse with the rhythm of the tide. 


"Well, when | got home, everything was dead silent. The house was completely empty. | ran all over the place 
trying to figure out where they had gone, because we didn't have any plans to go anywhere else. And she 
wouldn't answer her phone! | panicked for hours. Then they came home, and she said that they were just over 
at her parents house for an impromptu lunch. But that was a fucking lie. | asked the girls about their day and 
they said that ‘mommy’ dropped them off and went somewhere else while they hung out with grandma and 
grandpa. When | questioned Susan about it, she completely brushed it off and avoided answering. | was so tired 


and stressed that | didn't bother digging." 


If he was in the mood to be philosophical, Izzy would say that this seashell was the perfect metaphor for 
Duff's life. On the outside, he seemed to have it all. Beautiful wife and children, worldwide fame, a healthy, good 
looking body, a million stories and jokes to entertain his many friends with. But Izzy knew better. Duff may 
have cleaned up his act, but inside, he was clogged and dirty. An addict was an addict for life, and a broken 
heart, much like an ankle, never heals quite the same again. His past would remain with him forever. And the 


new pain of his wife's infidelity would only be added. 


"| brought it up to her when we were fighting, just before | left. Turns out she had met up with another man 
that day. | still can't believe it. Grace was eight years old at the time, Mae was only six, | was out for a few 
hours, and she fucking ditched them to go have a hookup?" 


The good news was that humans, like shells, could be cleaned up. Introspection and healing were like a wire 
brush, scraping away gunk built up on the inside of a heart. The bristles hurt when being dragged across 
tender flesh, and there would always be small nooks and crannies that refuse to let go of their gritty 

traumas, but the end result? The shining, clean inside with room to love again? It was worth it if the pain 


could be stomached. 


"You need to let go of the past. | know, it hurts, and it sounds ridiculous to think about right now, but that's 
the only way you'll get through it. She did things, you didn't see ‘em -- there's nothing you can do now, but 
accept that they happened. Obsessing over what you could of done differently won't do you any good" 


Duff stopped walking and fished out a cigarette, lighting it with an aggressive flick of his lighter. 


"| both love and hate when you give me life advice," he huffed. "You're always right, but the things you tell me 
| need to do... they're so hard. How can | let go? Izzy, how can | just accept that the past twenty years of my 


life have been a complete lie?" 


Izzy took off his sunglasses and looked at Duff. His eyes were red and wide, imploring him to answer. The 
cigarette was clutched tightly between his thumb and index finger, so much so that the filter was starting to 


look smooshed. 


"Were they, though? All the music you've made, that's not a lie. That's as close to the truth as you can get in 
our world. Your daughters aren't a lie. Tell me that Susan doesn't love them. She may have her problems with 


you, but she loves them, doesn't she?" 


"Yes, she does," Duff sighed, looking towards the ocean. 


He took one last drag of his mutilated cigarette then dipped it into the surf, depositing the soggy filter into his 
pocket to throw away later. 


‘lm not trying to be callous, Duff," Izzy sighed, putting a hand on his friend's shoulder. Even taking a nighttime 
stroll in the seabreeze, Duff was warm. "I know you can't just forgive and forget it all in a snap, that's not 
what l'm expecting you to do. But you're going to tank yourself if you keep thinking of this as something that's 
your fault. Its not. She made her choices and she purposefully hid them from you. Why would you have 
expected your wife to cheat? That's not something you want to be constantly suspicious of, that's not healthy. 
What I'm saying is, don't look through the past for things you could have done differently. The past is over. 
Think of what you can do right now to avoid heartbreak again" 


Duff laughed without mirth. 


"| can never get married again, I'll start with that. I'm too old now, anyways, to find someone new." 


"Bullshit! We've already been over this, McKagan, you're quite the catch. Maybe not immediately, but... You'll 
find someone. And they'll be much better." 


"Thank you, lz," Duff murmured. 


He gripped the forearm of the hand on his shoulder, giving it a squeeze before they both dropped their limbs 


and resumed walking down the beach. 


In his other hand, Izzy still held the seashell tightly. He slipped it into the pocket of his jacket, not entirely sure 
why he was doing such a thing. It was just a shell. A dirty shell with weird, pulsing goop on the inside, at that. 
But he knew it would have felt like a crime letting it slip through his fingers to be left on the beach. 


Duff was inside of that shell. Izzy, too, with his own past traumas. Every person on Earth, in some way, was 
represented by that little piece of calcium carbonate. He would keep it, if only to remind himself that hurting 


was the precursor for healing. 


"So, was this the romantic walk you'd imagined?" Izzy asked, grinning slightly, trying to lighten the mood. 


‘Oh, absolutely! I'm feeling very romanced right now. | mean, a nice dinner, a walk on the beach, a talk about 


my cheating wife? What more could a guy ask for? I'll put out now." 


Startled, Izzy let out a bark of laughter. He shook his head and bumped his shoulder against Duff's, who 
pushed back 


Soon they were in an all out tussle, slapping at each other's backs and trying to tickle each other under the 
arm pit, chuckling and yelling taunts all the while. 


Izzy dug his feet into the sand, determined to gain some extra leverage to combat Duff's height and weight 
advantage. Duff noticed this and pushed at him harder, snickering when Izzy stumbled backwards. 


Until he fell ass-first into the freezing cold surf, Duff tumbling after him. They sat there and stared at each 
other in shock, before slowly breaking into even more hysterical laughter. They were both soaked from the 
hips down, slow waves splashing against their backs and dripping down their collars. Salt seemed to seep into 


Izzy's bloodstream via the sheer coldness of the ocean surrounding him. 


Duff clambered to his feet, stretching out a hand to help Izzy up. He took it gratefully and rose on frozen legs, 


scowling down at his waterlogged jeans. 


"God, we have to drive all the way back. It's gonna be fucking freezing," he groaned. 


"I'm sorry," Duff said with a frown. 


"Not your fault," Izzy sighed. "I started it. As long as you don't start it again, we're good. Maybe my ass will 
be a little dry by the time we get back to where | parked” 


"No, the ass is always the last thing to dry, ‘cause it's just more annoying and uncomfortable that way.’ 


Izzy smiled again. He was wet and cold, but he felt happy. Like a child who'd been playing with his best friend all 
day long. Maybe their hearts were old, but they still beat strong. 


"I tell you what," Duff offered as they climbed the hillside path back to the streets, "I'll just hold onto you 
really tight and keep you warm. Okay?" 


His smile was friendly, teasing. It barely meant anything, considering he would be sitting behind Izzy anyways. 


Still, it made Izzy feel a little shaky inside. He nodded and smiled back, hoping it didn't look as unbalanced as he 
felt. 


"Sure, thank you. | think that's a good way to end our date." 


5. Up Around The Bend (Creedence Clearwater Revival) 
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Izzy blearily tried to aim his stream for the toilet bowl, luckily succeeding. 


The only reason he wasn't still in bed right now was the scent and sizzle of breakfast coming from downstairs. 
Could he expect food and coffee every morning from now on? The thought was almost more potent than 
caffeine itself at waking him up. 


God bless Duff and his love of cooking. 


When he entered the kitchen, deja vu smacked him in the face so hard he was momentarily dizzy. Same as 
yesterday, Duff stood in front of the counter, his back to Izzy, working with his hands. He came to stand 
besides him and saw the leftover boxes from their meal out last night. The other half of the mushroom 
frittata sat, steaming, on two plates while a frying pan sizzled on the stove. Duff was sauteing red peppers and 


onions in a garlic sauce - likely the aioli - with quick motions. 


Izzy jumped in, slicing up a grapefruit, pouring coffee, shredding cheese. He filled his palm with a pinch of black 
pepper and dusted it over their food like he was making it rain at a strip club. Duff laughed loudly at that, 
leaning his forearms on the counter. He shook his head at Izzy, grabbing his half of the food and making his 
way to the back yard. 


Though it was fairly early in the morning, the sun was already shining bright and steady. However, Izzy's patio 
was located underneath a copse of tall sycamore trees, giving it a cool, shady atmosphere for awhile more. 
Birds chirped in the branches, a few even daring to hop onto the edge of the table and stare curiously at their 
food. 


Taking a sip of his coffee, Izzy sighed deeply. This was good shit. Duff had used his Puerto Rican whole beans - 
a lot of them - and the flavor was strong, just how they both liked it. 


A sudden thought struck Izzy and he put his mug down, leaning forward. 


"Where are your kids? What do they think of all this?" 


Eyeing his plate, Duff shrugged. He looked rather guilty, if Izzy was to put a name to his expression 


"| haven't... really told them yet?" 


"Oh." He took a bite of grapefruit and chewed slowly. "Why?" 


"| just don't know what to say. | mean, | know | need to tell them, and soon | will. But how do you start a 
conversation like that? Are they going to be mad at me? And what if Susan's talked to them before me, what 
did she say?" 


"Breathe, man. Breathe. It's gonna be okay.” 


Duff complied. He ran a hand through his hair, rubbing the back of his own neck before dropping it to the 


table again. 


"I don't know how they're going to react," Izzy said, "or if Susan has told them her side of it already. The only 
thing you can do right now is be honest with them, | think Correct anything she's said, or get them prepared 
for whatever bullshit she will say." 


"Yeah," Duff agreed. 


He sighed again, pushing a piece of onion around on his plate. 


| don't want to make them stressed out either, though. Gracie is on tour with her band right now, and Mae 
has been working a lot in Seattle. She's taking a break to camp with her friends, then she has bookings for 
weeks. What if | mess things up for them?" 


"Duff, they need to know. They're both adults now, right? I'm sure they would appreciate being treated like it, 
and not being kept in the dark. Just keep it simple and nice, don't tell them every gritty detail if it will make 
them more upset. | remember when my parents were getting divorced, and how much it sucked having to hear 
them badmouth each other to me, and | just had to sit there and nod. Be honest. Your girls really seem to 
love you. And | know you love them. Itll be alright." 


Getting up suddenly, Duff came around to Izzy's side of the table and wrapped his arms around his shoulders. 


"M sorry for the sudden hug, but just- Thank you. For everything. You're the most amazing person in the 
world,” Duff said softly against the side of his face. 


Izzy leaned back against his chest and laid his hands over Duff's, hugging him back as best as he could from 
the odd angle. He fisted a hand in Duff's hair when he spoke, stroking the soft strands briefly before letting 


go. 


"You were right, you really are a romantic sap." 


Duff laughed wetly against his cheek 


"And of course I'm trying to help you! You're my friend, and you're in pain. We help each other out when the 
going gets tough, we always have. Remember all those times you literally saved my fucking life?" He asked. 


"Well, you saved mine, too. | probably would have killed myself if you hadn't stayed with me after | got out of 
the hospital and helped me get sober." 


"Duff..." lzzy said softly. 


They parted, Duff standing tall in front of the shining sun He had a faint blush on his cheeks, his face turned 


away from Izzy to avoid meeting his eyes. 


Izzy looked up at him and couldn't help the surge of emotions in his chest. God, the things Duff had gone 
through in his life. The things both of them had gone through. It was a miracle either of them woke up each 


morning. Duff truly was the only reason he hadn't died a horrible death several times over by now. 


"C'mon," he said, deciding to continue yesterday's attempts at cheering up his friend. "Let's take a walk around 


the property, I'll show you all the stuff I've changed. 


They circled Izzy's house first, him pointing out places where the siding had been replaced because of fire 
damage. Duff cooed accordingly, asking him, as he did every time, if he didn't want to move somewhere less 


flammable. 


Izzy just laughed and told him how rich it made the soil. It was true that his house had received minor 
damage, and the vegetation on a section of his land had burned to ash, but the plants that had regrown there 
were the healthiest on the whole property. 


"| mean, that makes sense," Duff conceded. "Forests depend on natural fire cycles for the extra fertilization and 


getting rid of crowding, too. But | still don't like how intense fire season is here." 


"Regrowth, Duff. Gotta get rid of the old, dead things to make room for the new. Hey, wanna see how the 


avocados are doing? They should be ripe by late summer!" 


Duff readily agreed and they trekked up and down the slopes of the small valley that was Izzy's backyard and 
garden. He had lived here for close to a decade and, over time, footpaths had been worn into the dirt by 
himself and his previous dog. Eventually, Izzy had decided to make them permanent with a coating of loose 
gravel, and line them with plants. The process had taken time, money, and more truckloads of rock chips than 


he had anticipated, but the end result was both practical and pleasant to the eye. 


Rows of hardy succulents interspersed with brightly colored native blooms ran up and down the hills 


surrounding his house. They wound through his grove of avocado trees, lead towards a pond near the Eastern 


edge, and spread into a small field of wildflowers he had allowed to continue as they were. The gravel provided 


a sturdier surface to roll his wheelbarrow across as well, and didn't kick up nearly as much dust. 


Past his pathways, sycamores, loquats, eucalyptus, willows, and - of course - avocado trees, provided shade 
and privacy as they spread out across the property. He had worked hard to cultivate his own miniature forest 


in the hills of Ventura County. It deserved every bit of his pride, if Izzy said so himself. 


"This place is really something, Iz," Duff told him as he wandered through a cluster of weeping willows. The 
pond was on the other side of them and his eyes lit up when he saw the slowly trickling fountain. "I know | 
harp on it sometimes, with the heat and fires and all, but wow. You've made yourself a real oasis. Your own 


sanctuary." 


Yours too, Izzy thought. It can be your sanctuary too, if you want it to be. 


Later in the evening, Maverick reruns playing on Izzy's television as they stretched themselves across the 
couch, he turned to Duff and suggested an idea that had been bouncing around in his mind. 


"Hey, would it be easier to tell your daughters if you could talk to them in person instead of over the phone?" 


Duff nodded, his eyebrows turning in thought. 


"Well, yeah, of course. That's not really a conversation I'd like to have over the phone unless absolutely 


necessary, but | don't know what else to do." 


| was thinking... Why don't you ask them how they want to have that conversation? If you want to - and only 
if you want to - you could ask them to meet you here. It's private, and it's not your house, since you don't 


seem to want to be there. | can make myself scarce." 


"Izzy?" Duff questioned, "You really mean that? It would be a lot of me to ask, staying for that long and then 
inviting other people to YOUR house...” 


Sighing, Izzy sat up straight and turned his body fully towards Duff's sprawled out form. 


"If | wasn't serious | wouldn't offer," he said patiently. "Let me help you, Duff. You can stay with me for as 
long as you want to, | don't care if that's two days or two years. | think you need a neutral, safe place to rest 


and recoup, and that's exactly what | have here. My oasis. You've always been welcome in my home, you know 


that, right? Always. And that includes your girls." 


Truthfully, Izzy was hesitant to invite them. He wasn't scared that he would be annoyed by their teenaged 
selves, more that they would dislike HM. What was he? Some old, lonely hermit who was friends with their 
dad, inviting them to his house in the middle of nowhere. He sounded like a creep, if he framed the situation 
that way. But Duff really did need a new home base for the time being, he thought, and he wanted to provide 
it. 


That was the realization he had struck upon this morning. He wanted to be the person to help Duff heal and 
regrow, the same as he had done all those years ago when Duff had been forced to either sober up or forfeit 
his own life. And that meant helping Duff break the news to his daughters. If finally meeting the mini 


McKagans was going to ease his friend's mind, then he would do it. 
Anything to loosen the tension in Duff's shoulders. 


"Thank you. | think | would like that," Duff finally replied, after some thought. "Ill call them both tomorrow and 
see what they want to do. | know that Grace is heading towards LA. in a couple weeks, but I'm not sure if Mae 


will have time...” 


"Whatever works, Duffy. Whatever you need." 


b. Gimme Shelter (The Rolling Stones) 
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He was in his office, paying bills like the adult he unfortunately was, when he felt eyes on the back of his neck 


Spinning in his office chair, Izzy turned around and looked towards the doorway curiously. 
"How'd it go?" 


Duff had dedicated his morning - after coffee and breakfast, of course - to calling his daughters. He'd posted 
up in what Izzy referred to as his "everything room" -- meaning, his overlarge storage closet. Anything he 
didn't want to shove into the garage, but also didn't fit cohesively into the scheme of his house, got deposited 
in there. If you considered an eighteenth century leather bound trunk full of model hot rods a suitable seat, 


then it was technically still a functional room in his house. 

"Alright. Good. Better than | thought it would, at least" 

"Yeah? What did they say?" Izzy asked. 

He gestured to the second chair in the corner and Duff dragged it over to sit next to him. 


"Well, Grace took it fairly well. She told me she could hear my oncoming coronary over the phone," Duff 
laughed softly, "and said to take it easy, everything will be okay. She'll be here in three weeks to really talk it 
out. | don't know how | got so lucky with her." 


"That's good! What about your other one?" 


"Mae can't come down right now. Real busy with work. But she's not mad at me, she said, which | hope is true. 
She didn't say much, probably out of shock... God, | feel terrible having to tell her her mom is cheating over 
the phone. | feel terrible having to tell her that at all. But you were right, they both appreciated hearing it 


from me without much sugar coating." 


Izzy nodded, taking a moment to think. From what he knew, Duff's older daughter, Grace, was a "daddy's girl", 
while Mae took more after Susan. But he loved both of them dearly, and they him, it was obvious. He was glad 
to hear that Grace would be coming to visit; though the thought of her presence made him nervous, it would 
raise Duff's spirits a tremendous amount. Hopefully, Mae truly wasn't mad and would also come see her father 


soon. 


‘I'm proud of you for talking to them, man, | know that wasn't easy for you," he told him. 


Duff smiled at him, looking like a little boy who just received praise from his teacher. 


"Thanks, lz. | feel better now that | told them. | mean, l'm exhausted, emotionally, and it's only noon, but l'm 


relieved that | got it done and don't have to keep worrying about how they'll react" 


"Good. And l'm not surprised, that was a weighty conversation to have. Do you wanna take a nap or something, 
go chill for a bit? tll probably take me another hour to finish up everything in here so you won't be missing 
anything exciting, promise." 


"Well, that does sound tempting. | think | will, actually," Duff nodded, slapping his knees before standing. "G'night? 
Or whatever you say when you go to bed in the middle of the day. I'll definitely be up by dinner if not 


earlier." 


He strode to the door then paused, one hand on the wooden frame, and turned back to look at him. "And Izzy, 
really, thank you. | know, | know, you're helping because you want to, but | would be an absolute mess if you 


weren't taking care of me the way you are right now. So, thanks, l'm gonna go take a nap in your bed." 


They grinned at each other rather shyly before Duff walked quietly down the hallway towards Izzy's bedroom. 
After battering their mutual stubbornness against each other, Izzy had managed to convince Duff to take 
turns with him sleeping on the couch and bed. There was no reason for him to heal mentally while the health 
of his back deteriorated, Izzy figured. A night on the couch wouldn't hurt either of them, but multiple 


consecutive weeks would have consequences. Switching off nightly would be fair to both of them. 


He'd had a guest room, once upon a time. Actually, the house had four bedrooms, but they'd been repurposed. 
As the years passed one had morphed into the "everything" room with how little the bed got used, the second 
became his office, and the third his in-home music studio. Only now, with Duff's presence altering his solitary 
ways, did Izzy consider moving his junk collection and unearthing the bed that was hopefully still in there. 
Somewhere. Hopefully. 


Then again, their current arrangement was working fine. It wasn't like Duff was actually going to stay forever. 
Izzy figured he would get to enjoy living with his best friend for another month, two at most, and then his life 


would return to its normal route. 


Shifting in his seat, he frowned. The thought of going back to "normal" wasn't as appealing as it maybe should 
have been. What was his normal, anyways? Gardening, making music, going for a drive in the evening. Grocery 
shopping. Watching television. Traveling, when he felt like it. 


The problem was, he hadn't felt like it recently. He hadn't felt like much of anything. Maybe it was loneliness, 

maybe depression, maybe something more complex, but Izzy's life had been feeling utterly stagnant lately, and 
nothing he'd done had been able to get him out of his funk. Until Duff had shown up, of course, and kicked him 
into a different gear. Life had been exciting the past few days -- a washed out gray turning to full, emotional 


color. 


Izzy stood and started pacing as he thought. 


He took a deep breath and tried to think about his emotions logically. For the past few months, life had felt 
unsatisfying. The activities that usually filled his days with contentedness were dull. Duff staying with him gave 
him something entirely new to focus on. He was now thinking of how to make Duff happy, how to distract him 
and help him heal, and was seeing his surroundings in a new light. This didn't surprise him -- Izzy had always 
taken satisfaction from being able to provide for those he cared about. Making Duff happy was making him 


happy. 


Was this a permanent solution to his problems, though? Izzy's first impulse was to ask Duff to just move in 
with him, but he knew that was highly irrational. Duff was here because he needed Izzy's oasis, then he would 
be gone again. Back to his life of big cities and close family ties (something Izzy wasn't familiar with anymore). 
He wouldn't want to live out in dusty Ojai. Besides, there was the complication of Izzy's enjoyment of Duff's 
presence turning into annoyance. The last time they had been roomates was a good three decades ago, in the 


hell house, and then the semi-cohabitation of tour buses and hotel rooms. Back then, they'd been young and 


immature and constantly high. Izzy loved Duff, loved all of the guys, but he'd been crawling out of his skin 
trying to get away from them within weeks of being crammed together. 


Would it be the same this time? Or would their maturity and sobriety result in something more comfortable, 
like living with a long time partner? 


He gulped and shook his head, walking out of his office and towards the kitchen. It didn't matter, anyways, 
because Duff wouldn't be staying long enough for them to find out. The sane solution would be to get another 
dog, maybe find a girlfriend, not to beg his friend to move leave his family and move in with him because he 


was lonely. 


Izzy slumped against his refrigerator and sighed deeply. He was tired, suddenly, absolutely exhausted, and was 
wondering how much Duff would mind if he got in bed next to him for a nap of his own. 


Pouring himself another cup of coffee, he stirred in some sugar and went back to his office. He was too old to 
be indulging in the fantasy of living with his best friend. That was the area of highschoolers, not grown men 
Izzy sat down in his chair, took a sip of hot coffee, and picked up his pen He had bills that needed to be paid. 


Izzy's mind had settled by the next day. Of course it was a preposterous idea, having Duff actually move in 
with him! That ship had sailed long ago -- in fact, the only reason there had been a ship in the first place was 
poverty and desperation Los Angeles was not meant to be survived on minimum a wage income. They both had 
their own lives and their own ways of living those lives. Duff was recouping right now, and then they would go 
back to the normal arrangement of seeing each other when their schedules aligned every month or so. 


Still, he was determined to enjoy this little visit with his friend. Today their plans involved watching a baseball 
game and jamming in the studio. He put on the old jersey at the back of his closet, felt a genuine smile stretch 
across his face, and got ready to rib Duff endlessly about the wimpiness of his team. 


T. Jailbreak (AC/DC) 
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"Are you ready?" Izzy asked, turning in his seat to look at Duff. Their seatbelts were unbuckled and the doors 


were unlocked, but neither of them had made any move to exit the car. 


Duff took a deep breath and nodded, looking like he was stealing himself for going into a warzone. It was 
possible. After a few more blissful days of hanging around Izzy's house like they were kids on summer 
vacation, Duff decided that it was necessary for him to try going home. He had mooched off of Izzy's closet 
and toothpaste tube long enough, or so he had said. 


Izzy was there for moral support, in case Susan, the cheating bitch, was still there. He was hoping she wasn't, 
not even for Duff's sake, but so that he wouldn't be charged for the assault he would surely commit if he 
saw her. Even with a week to digest the news, what she had done to Duff was reprehensible to Izzy. Fuck the 
advice he'd given Duff, he thought, if he saw her he was going to shoot first and ask questions later. 


He took a few deep breaths himself, counting the seconds before exhalation in order to calm his emotions. If 
his presence was meant for moral support and not ambush, then that's what he would do. No matter what 


they encountered, he would make sure Duff got through the ordeal in one piece. 
''m ready," Duff finally answered, prompting their exit from the vehicle. 


Walking ahead of Duff, Izzy squinted at their surroundings. No other cars could be seen parked in the 
driveway, just smooth concrete lined with neatly maintained plants. The facade of the building stood tall and 
proud, the many windows embedded in its stone exterior gleaming in the sunshine. Duff's house fit perfectly 


amongst the others in the Hollywood hills and Izzy thought, yet again, that Duff would never want to move 
into his little country dwelling in the desert when he was used to living like this. 


Duff drew up next to him as they reached the front door, producing a ring of keys from his pocket. He 
unlocked the door and pushed it open hesitantly, sticking his head inside to survey the area before continuing. 


The house was empty, no one responding when Izzy called out. Sharing a relieved look, they stepped inside and 


shut the door behind them. Duff flicked on a lightswitch while Izzy observed the place. 


He'd been to Duff's house before, several times, and knew the general layout. He'd even stayed the night once, 
and had dinner with Susan. The memory made him feel hot with anger, so he looked around for something to 
distract himself with -- and his eyes landed on a portrait of the McKagans at their wedding. 


Susan was glowing, looking every inch a supermodel in her tight wedding dress. Duff, all cleaned up in his dark 
suit, had his arm around her waist and was smiling at her in that special Duff way, the smile that made him 
look like a little kid with a new puppy. 


Had she cheated, even before they were married? Had she ever been faithful? How could she have done this 


to the amazing man that was Duff Mckagan when he smiled at her like that? 


Izzy spun on his heel and walked away, following a quiet Duff upstairs towards the master bedroom. He was 
astounded by Duff's composure. If being in a house that wasn't his made him want to kill someone that hadn't 
cheated on him, how was Duff feeling right now? Everywhere Izzy looked, he saw some piece of Susan, be it a 
high heel or a picture or a fleeting scent of perfume. And that was just surface level observance. He didn't 
know what pieces of furniture she had picked out, where she and Duff had made love when the kids were 
away, what sorts of memories lingered in the corners and hallways... Whatever Duff was seeing and feeling 


right now, he was handling it better than Izzy thought he ever could have. 


"Is it the same as you left it?" he asked softly. 


They stood in the middle of Duff's bedroom, a spacious area with tall windows and a high ceiling. There was a 
pile of dark clothes in the corner and the bedding was rumpled. 


"Yeah, | think so," Duff breathed out, looking around. 


His eyes were narrowed in the search for something out of place, some sign that Susan had been there 


recently. As he seemed to find none, his posture relaxed some, and he walked over to his bed 


Throwing himself onto the plush surface he sighed loudly. 


"Fuck, I've missed my bed. Don't get me wrong, your's is also great, but." 


‘Its not your own," Izzy completed the sentence for him with a nod. "I get it.” 


"Yeah." 


Duff continued to lay there, staring up at the ceiling. Izzy gingerly sat on the left side of the mattress and 
watched him. The roots of his hair were starting to show at the top of the bleach, dark blonde fading into 
light tendrils spread out on the pillow. His face looked gaunt at that angle, every bone seeming more prominent 
and every crease deepening. The tension in his expression, though somewhat more relaxed than in the car, was 


palpable. 


Still, Izzy didn't think he looked bad. He looked like Duff. 


"| wonder if she ever fucked someore else in this bed," Duff said, a statement more than a question. He 
sounded resigned. "She abandoned her own children without notice to go have a hook up, | mean, what would 


stop her from having some guy over while | was away?" 


Izzy stayed silent, not sure that any contributions he could make at the moment would be appropriate. 


‘I've missed my bed, | always do when | leave. But | don't think | could sleep here anymore. | don't know what 


has or hasn't happened on this mattress, but it feels like it's hurting me." 


"Then get up. Replace it." 


"| don't know if | want To." 


Duff turned his head to look at him. Like that night on the beach, his eyes were intense and searching. 
Guidance, comfort, empathy -- Duff was gasping for help in his own quiet way, and Izzy was burning to give it 


to him. 


He shifted, pulling his leg onto the bed and twisting his body to fully face Duff. They drew closer, Duff 
propping himself on his elbows and Izzy leaning forwards until the space between them felt charged, electric, 


the pull of their eyes drawing them towards each other. 


Izzy rested his hand on Duff's arm, squeezing the defined tendons. He looked into Duff's deep eyes and wished 
that he could take away all of Duff's pain- 


A slamming door and footsteps severed the moment. Duff grew rigid and pale, his eyes flicking towards the 
doorways. Izzy sat up straight, on high alert as he listened to the sounds below them. 


The person who had entered the house possessed a key, seeing as Duff had locked the door behind them. Said 


person was also wearing high heels. 


Susan. 


"Let's go, c'mon," Izzy hissed, quickly standing and pulling Duff upright with him. 


His friend still appeared to be in a state of shock (or perhaps fear), moving slowly, staring at his surrounding 


like he no longer recognized them. 


Grabbing the backpack that Duff had brought with him, Izzy shoved the pile of clothes on the floor inside of it. 
He wrenched open the closet door and grabbed the first two pairs of men's shoes that he saw. Pants and tee 
shirts, a folded stack of each sitting on a pristine white shelf. Boxers, luckily were in the first drawer that he 


opened. Socks were not. He moved on 


Footsteps click-clacked their way through the house, getting closer and closer towards them. Izzy ran to the 
bathroom, practically ransacking the place as he nabbed everything he could see. Toothbrush, toothpaste, a 


comb, a bottle of aftershave, a heavy silver ring sitting on the counter. The backpack was already overflowing 
with Duffs clothes so he wrapped the items in a towel, grabbing the bathrobe that hung behind the door on 
an afterthought. Something else was beneath it, something silky and cool to the touch, but he didn't have the 


time to separate the items. 


When he turned back towards the bedroom, Duff was in action. His movements were sure but his expression 
was blank, like his mind was moving on adrenaline-fueled auto pilot. It was all that could be hoped in the 


situation. 


He had a large yellow envelope in one hand, a picture frame in the other. A leather jacket was draped over his 
arm. Half hidden by his shirt, a hand gun was tucked into the waistband of his jeans, still encased in its holster. 
Duff wasn't planning on firing, just retrieving his most important possessions. 


"Let's gol" Izzy repeated. 


In the back of his mind, he registered the frantic tone of his voice, but Duff didn't seem to notice. He simply 
followed behind Izzy, his breath coming in harsh pants, his eyes still blank. Dissociated. Izzy hoped that Duff 


wouldn't recede into his shell for too long afterwards, as he sometimes did. 


"Duff!" 


A woman's voice - Susan's voice - echoed through the room as Izzy pulled Duff through the doorway by the 
arm. She stood at the end of the hallway, purse still on her arm, staring at them in shock. Izzy ran past her, 
dragging Duff with him as they raced down the stairs. They had already reached the bottom and were 


navigating the living room furniture when the sound of her running could be heard. 


"Duff! Please! l'm sorry!" 


Duff ran faster, his eyes as wide as saucers. He was ahead of Izzy now, the sound of his panting nearly 


drowning out Susan's cries. 


"Izzy!" Susan yelled. 


That made him falter for a second. He hadn't expected her to call after him; he hadn't expected her to 
acknowledge him at all. Still, he pushed onwards. They had reached the door and he fumbled with the handle, 
cursing under his breath as the deadbolt locked while the knob turned. 


"Please, | know you're mad at me but | have to talk to you. Come back in a week. Please! I'll explain everything! 


Izzy, please, make him talk to me." 


She had stopped chasing after them. Instead, her voice came from across the room. Izzy risked a glance back 
at her before they ran down the walkway. Her hair was a mess, her face red, tears on her cheeks. She looked 


at him beseechingly, begging for a chance. 


He slammed the door and searched his pockets for his car keys. They climbed inside, he gunned the ignition, 


and they were off. 


Already, the adrenaline was fading as they descended in altitude towards the greater Los Angeles area. Izzy 
sighed loudly, running his right hand through his hair before quickly returning it to the stickshift. 


Duff was slumped against the seat next to him, head back, eyes closed. His breathing was shallow and regular 


now, the color of his skin more natural looking. In fact, he was quite red in the face. 


Izzy's eyes shot towards him every few seconds, trying to discern what he was seeing. Were those 


teartracks? Sweat? A trick of the light? 


"Hey, Duff? Are you alright?" he asked hesitantly. 


His friend made an incomprehensible noise that was probably a "fuck no, are you kidding me?", but he sat up 


straight and opened his eyes. 


"That was horrible." 


"Yeah," Izzy said, and then he laughed harshly. "Yeah, it fucking was. What timing!" 


"Yeah," Duff agreed, laughing as well. "I was thinking, before we came, that | would be alright to stay in that 
house if she wasn't there, but man... As soon as we got there, it felt off. Just being there, lying in that bed... 
And then she fucking showed up! My mind just shut off, all that | could see and hear was her. And | didn't like 
it” 


"Well, you don't have to go back. Okay? | grabbed as much of your stuff as | could, and the rest, | can pick up 


later." 


"But-" 


Duff frowned. He looked worried. 


"I was only planning on staying at yours until Grace came to talk, then going back home. | don't... | don't think | 
can, now. Ever. l'm gonna have to buy a new house and that will take time and | don't want to impose on you 


for that long-" 


"Stop it!" Izzy barked. 


Duff did stop, looking at him with wide eyes. 


"What did | tell you?" 


"| can... Stay as long as | want?" 


"Mhmm. And?" 


"And?" 


"And | want to help you. Meaning, I'll get your stuff, I'll help you find a new place to live, I'll even help you with 


communication if you don't want to talk to her on your own" 


Susan's plea to talk was still sitting in his mind. Would Duff go back to talk to her? It was a discussion for a 


new day, after some sleep. 


"But why are you putting up with me so easily? Izzy, no offense, but you don't like company for extended 


amounts of time. Even your friends." 


He swallowed, staring out the windshield at the road. That hurt, he had to admit. Of course Duff thought so, 
he never stuck around for long or let anyone stay with him for more than a brief period of time. Even 
girlfriends. But Izzy did crave company occasionally, he craved his friends. He wanted to have Duff around. For 


more than a short time. 


"| don't like having stressful people around me for long periods of time. Its why | never go on vacation with Axl 
like he keeps asking me to. But you're not stressful, and i don't have to ‘put up' with you. Even if it got to a 
point where | did, | wouldn't just kick you out when you need my help.” 


Licking his lips, Izzy thought about what he wanted to say. Fuck it, he thought. I'll just tell him. 


‘Ive been bored lately. Real fucking depressed, and | think its cause l'm lonely. Yes, I'm letting you stay with 
me because you need my ‘oasis’ to heal, but, honestly? It's also pretty selfish. | just want you with me." 


"Oh. That's- oh. Wow." 


Duff laughed awkwardly, glancing down at his lap. He clutched the bundle of toiletries wrapped in a towel tightly 
and didn't say anything else. 


Come Sail Away (Styx) 
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The rest of the ride home was silent. Izzy's words bounced around in his own head. 
‘| just want you with me." 


It was true, but did he have to word it like that? In that way, it sounded... Vulnerable. Desperate. There was an 
implied intimacy that was certainly not present in most friendships, at least not spoken aloud by male friends 


discussing arrangements for one of them to crash on the other's couch. 


He swallowed and flicked his blinker, taking the exit off of the highway. For a moment, the sign read "I just 


want you with me" in bold, reflective letters, instead of "Exit 35". His words, staring back at him, taunting him. 


Besides him, Duff sat silently, staring out the window. He looked deeply contemplative. Not angry, not confused, 
not uncomfortable. He didn't seem desperate to get out of the car and away from Izzy. Their knees bumped 
every now and then on the bench seat as they turned or hit a pothole, and Duff wasn't pulling away. He hardly 


seemed to notice. 


Finally, after nearly an hour and a half of silence, they arrived back at Izzy's home. He had contemplated 
turning on the radio at various times, but his hands felt weak, and his head was already full of his own 


jumbled, slightly existential thoughts. 


What on Earth was Duff going to say to such an uncharacteristic, vulnerable statement from him? 


As he unlocked the door, Duff walked past him with his bundle of belongings, backpack slung over his shoulder, 


and dumped them besides the couch. Then he sat down on one of the cushions and turned to face Izzy. 


Their eyes met and everything seemed to still. Izzy couldn't hear the clock in the kitchen ticking, the rush of 
wind from the still open door, or the movement of his own throat swallowing. His mind paused. Duff looked at 


him steadily, a serene yet determined expression on his face. 


He patted the seat next to him and Izzy's senses dialed back onto their normal frequencies, picking up the 
background noises of his house. Shutting the door, he walked over to Duff and plopped down next to him, 


waiting. 


"Sorry to go all quiet on you, but | had to think" 


Izzy nodded, listening. 


‘| really, truly appreciate all of the help you're giving me. You are a godsend and | don't know where | would be 
without you right now. Probably in some hotel, relapsing. | feel like my life is in shambles right now, everything 
I've relied on has changed so much | barely recognize it. My marriage, my home, my friendships. Our band. | 


have no more reliable anchors - except you." 


Duff licked his bottom lip and and gazed at the dark TV screen across the room from them. The man besides 
him waited with baited breath for him to continue. 


"You've always known what you wanted, Iz And you're not afraid to make the changes in order to get it. I've 
always admired that about you, you now? Ever since | met you, you've just had this attitude and 
determination to not let anything sway you from who you are. Life sucks, shit happens, but you keep on being 


yourself and | can't even explain how refreshing and comforting it is to know that you're still here, being you." 


"Ive changed. I've grown," Izzy said, slowly. He had, he wasn't the drug-addicted boy Duff had met all those 


years ago. Not completely, anyways. Large parts of him had been cleaned out and replaced. 


"Well yes, | know, and it's good to know that you're not trying to kill yourself by age twenty-five anymore." 
They both smiled grimly, "But the changes, they are part of you. They align with who you've always been, and 
they don't make you this person who is completely alien to me. They just make you, a better you." 


They both paused for a moment, considering Duffs words. Izzy, for one, was flattered and flabbergasted of 
how highly Duff was speaking of him. Sure, his compliments for Duff flowed out of his mouth like water, 
because they were easy for anyone to see. He was handsome, kind, funny, passionate, talented, successful, and, 
lest the ladies forget it, rich. He had been a great friend for years and years. Izzy, though? Scrawny, punk-ass 
Jeffrey Isbell who put himself first and pushed people away because the mere sound of someone else 


breathing sometimes seemed to light his nerves on fire? 


"If you'll have me for that long, I'd like to stay with you until | can settle what's going to happen to the house 
in LA. and buy a new one. You are the only person in my life right now that | feel normal with, and I'm hoping 


that some of your zen will rub off on me. Plus..." 


Izzy raised an eyebrow, eyeing Duff. What else? He was already reeling from the insight into how Duff viewed 


him. 


"Plus, like you were saying, you need the company right now, and | can provide that. | think that this could help 
both of us out. Me, getting back on my feet, and you, fighting off your boredom. Maybe we can make each 
other feel better and find ourselves again," Duff said, glancing at him. 


Find ourselves again? | know I'm kind of a hippy but, Duff, | promise you that an magic mushrooms | have 


growing on the property | will not be sharing with you, no matter how much you puppy-eye me." 


He had a big fucking mouth and it was lucky that Duff had a similar sense of humor as him. They both 


chuckled and the highly emotional mood shifted to a more normal one. 


"I take that as a yes, we have an agreement?" Duff asked him, still smiling. 


Izzy nodded, holding out his hand for a proper shake to seal the deal. 


"Yes, we have an agreement. You stay with me while you look for a new place, and you'll pay your rent by 


being my entertainment.” 


Duff barked out a strange laugh and looked at him almost coyly, his tone dripping with tease. "ls now a bad 
time to tell you that you accidentally grabbed me Susan's lacy dressing gown? | feel like | just agreed to be 
your sugar baby." 


Mission abort. Tear up the contract. Kick Duff out of the house, no way, hell no, God help him, Izzy did not like 
the way his brain reacted to that joke. 


